"You speak English?" Chat asked, in English, and caught the piece of scone that she threw at him in his mouth, laughing. "Mmm. Cranberry orange. My favorite. Thank you for sharing!" "I only understood half of that." Marinette grumbled sulkily. "How many languages do you speak, anyway?"
Chat paused, taking a bite out of his own scone as he considered the question. Deciding it couldn't do any harm to answer, he swallowed. "Five, but only French, Chinese and English fluently, and even then it's Mandarin Chinese and British English. Which seeps over into American English, but they're not the same thing." "Seriously?" Marinette gawked. "The hell? That's insane. What are you, a genius?" "I'm smart, yes." Chat replied. "But...my father is...a businessman." He said carefully. "He wants me to take over the family business, so I'm required to learn the languages that I most need to communicate in. " "Ah." Marinette nodded. "Like Kim's dad -he does real estate. Kim's dad, not Kim! Kim is a boy in my class." She hurried to explain. "His dad learned English so he could communicate better with the customers who aren't local. Gives him a leg up over the ones who only speak French." "Yes, very much like that." Chat replied, happy to let her divert herself from more questions. "So you speak Chinese and English?" "Not well enough to do anything with." Marinette rolled her eyes. "I can't even carry on a conversation with my Uncle, outside of the standard introductions and 'Where is the bathroom?' types of questions." "That sounds frustrating." Chat said.
"Not as frustrating as algebra!" Marinette replied. "I only see my Uncle every few years -I see algebra every day." "I'm pretty good at algebra." Chat replied. "I might be able to help you?" "Is there anything you're not good at?" Marinette cocked an eyebrow, but the quirk of her lips took the sting out of the words. "Plenty." Chat Noir said. "But how will I maintain my image as a superhero if I admit all my faults? We superheroes are supposed to be flawless, you know." He added, wagging a finger at her.
Marinette sniggered as she set her cup down. "I've seen you run into a lamp post. And vault into the side of a building." "My image is ruined!" Chat leaned back in his chair, bringing the back of his gloved hand to his forehead dramatically.
"I've also seen Ladybug fall off of buildings, miss her throw and get tangled up in her own string." Marinette added.
"Really?" Chat blinked at her, surprised. "You've seen all that? I thought you didn't stick around for fights. " "Ahh…" Marinette blinked, appearing surprised for a second before she let out a breathless laugh. "Best friends with Alya, remember? I get to see the unedited footage." "Man, I hope she doesn't release a blooper reel then." Chat hummed. "It would be catastrophic for our superhero image." "Nooo..." Marinette groaned. "You were doing so well!" "I couldn't let it go without at least one pun." Chat grinned, rising to set his dirty cup and plate into the sink.
"You and Papa, I swear." Marinette grumbled. "Do you want to go via the roof, or are you ok out the front door?" "As long as nobody is around, the front door is fine." Chat replied.
"Oh, that reminds me." Marinette said as they wandered through the living room. "My parents want you to come to dinner again. If you'd like to?" She asked, looking at him over her shoulder. "And what about you, Princess? I won't come around if it makes you uncomfortable." Chat said, regarding her seriously. After all, just because her parents wanted him around, didn't mean Marinette herself did.
"Well…" Marinette tapped her finger against her lip and pretended to ponder the question. "I'm kind of terrified of you and Papa together, but… You did save me from Evillustrator, and came to check up on me after, and-" Her grinned turned wicked as she pointed her finger at him. "You volunteered to help with Algebra." "I didn't save you." Chat shook his head. "You totally kicked ass. I mean it." "I'm pretty amazing." Marinette agreed, grinning cheekily. "But don't dodge here: you told me you'd help with math. No takebacks! Or I'll tattle to Alya." "Is that how it's going to be?" Chat grinned, heart a little lighter. "You're going to blackmail a superhero?" "Absolutely." Marinette nodded decisively. "Mama wants to feed you, Papa wants someone to appreciate his terrible jokes, and if I can't understand math, my grade is going to tank. You're trapped. Escape is not possible, so you'd better just sit back and enjoy the dumplings." "It sounds like torture." Chat chuckled. "When do they want me here?" "No set date." Marinette shook her head. "They told me to ask after you were here the first time, but...I didn't have a way to get a hold of you, so.." She shrugged. "But, if you have work and all, can you give me a few dates and times when you're free? We can work around that. " "How do you want me to do that?" He asked. "Should I just swing by, let you know what dates are good? I don't really want to be seen around here too much -I don't want to draw more attention to you." "Good point." Marinette chewed her lip thoughtfully, then walked behind the counter, pulling out a pad from beneath it and writing something down. "Here's my email address." She said, handing him the slip of paper.
"Well," Chat laughed. "That works too. I'll email you soon then, ok?" "Sounds good!" Marinette chirped, unlocking the front door for him to leave.
Checking to make sure nobody was around, Chat stepped out, waving at her over his shoulder as he jogged down the road towards his house.
And thus began a very unlikely friendship.
Spitfire Chapter Summary
In which Alya gets hit with a clue-by-four, and kicks some ass.
Chapter Notes
Warning: Graphic depictions of violence. It's in the tags, but it bears repeating.
It needs to be said that I don't have a plotline or anything that I'm following -Chapter 1 was it's own stand alone, and this chapter, paired with the next, can also stand by themselves. I tacked them on because they're in the same imagined universe.
See the end of the chapter for more notes Alya was a special brand of crazy, Chat decided. As Marinette had said, most people ran from the big scary monsters. But Alya? Ran straight to them.
The Villain of the Week was, this time, a teenager who had apparently gotten their ass kicked at dodgeball. Which seemed a pretty stupid reason to get akumatized, but teenagers were often pretty stupid.
Though Chat would admit, having listened to the Akuma's rants as he ducked and dodged freaking cannon balls, that having essentially the entire opposing team gang up on you for the whole miserable session was pretty bad. Really, it reminded him of something Chloe would orchestrate, if she had more friends than just Sabrina.
Still, despite Chat's sympathy for the Akuma's situation, he had a job to do. And today, that job involved dodging cannonballs… Well, 'steel dodge balls' if he wanted to be fussy about it, but dammit, when a rubber ball the size of his head turned into metal, it was effectively a cannon ball. He'd been clipped by one earlier, and his right arm was still numb from the elbow down, despite the protection Plagg offered as his suit.
The sheer amount of property damage was catastrophic, if he did say so himself. Ladybug's lucky charm had taken a nosedive, so he was playing distraction while she recharged. He'd managed to keep the akuma pretty centralized, but the cannon balls had already destroyed cars, smashed a whole bunch of windows, taken out every light pole on the block and beat the hell out of the buildings. Luckily, all of the civilians had vacated, so the damage was completely stuff, not people. They weren't sure that the Miraculous Cure would bring back people, and they had no desire to test it. Preferably ever.
The other downside of having smashed so much stuff was that he was running out of places to dodge to.
"Hold still, you mangy fleabag!" The Akuma howled, another ball hurtling his way. "You took them away! I want revenge, and after I smash you and collect your miraculous, I will have it." "Now now, no need to be insulting," Chat taunted from atop a nearby building. "I'll have you know that I take a flea bath regularly!"
The routine was second nature to him now. Dodge projectile, move, look for next place to go. Make noise if necessary. Rinse, repeat. Chat skittered along the rooftop, hopping up from a flat part onto a slope. He stood straight despite the steep angle -his boots had very good grip, and even before Adrien had become Chat Noir, he'd had excellent coordination and the fine muscle skills necessary to hold sometimes awkward or uncomfortable poses.
"And I know those girls pissed you off," He added, "But it's kind of my superhero duty to not let you kill them." "They're bullies!" The Akuma raged. "They bullied me and bullied me and bullied me, and I will not take it any more!"
Another volley of flung cannonballs, and Chat had to abandon the high ground and vault to the street level.
The car was on it's side, with the windows smashed out, but Chat was still able to land on top of it, balancing on the twisted metal of the doors and roof. Turning to face the Akuma, Chat caught the movement out of the corner of his eye.
Alya was crouched down next to the car, handheld camcorder running.
"Alya?" Chat squawked, effectively distracted. "What the hell?"
The camera swung in his direction, and Alya's lips pursed irritably. "What? I've been here for like, ten minutes!" "Are you insane?" Chat hissed. "If a cannon ball hits you, you're dead!" "Miraculous Cure." Alya shrugged, and Chat ground his teeth together in irritation. "Don't get distracted Cat Boy!" Oh, and now he was a boy? Fantastic, just skippy. Chat's cat ears flattened against his head as he glared. If Alya had been here for ten minutes, then Ladybug should be back any time now. And the closer he kept the Akuma to where they'd had to part, the sooner she could get back. But now Alya was in danger, and he needed to her away -but if he did, the akuma would follow him, and Alya would still be in danger...and probably still running that damn camcorder. And if Alya was hurt, Marinette would probably blame him.
Maybe he could ditch her on a rooftop nearby and get back quickly. It wasn't ideal (ideal would be her not being here), but it was the best he could do.
"If you don't want me distracted, don't be here." Chat snapped, somersaulting over the incoming ball and landing next to her. Swatting the camera out of the way, he reached down, picking her up and tossing her over his shoulder, perversely satisfied with her breathless oomph! as her stomach impacted against his shoulder. With a sharp click, he extended his baton, smirking at her squeal as he rocketed them upwards to a nearby two story roof. Nice and flat on top, part of the protective wall had already been destroyed by the Akuma's attacks, and it wasn't hard to vault right over the rubble and take off running over the roof, staff automatically retracting to an easy-to-carry half-meter baton length.
"Chat!" Alya's frantic scream had him glancing over his shoulder. The Akuma had been surprisingly quiet as she'd cleared the roof, and the cannonball was coming way too fast to fully dodge it.
Chat didn't even think as he shoved Alya roughly off of his shoulder and out of the line of fire. He never heard her surprised yelp as the cannonball slammed into the shoulder she'd just been on. The crack of impact was all he heard, fire blooming under his skin even as he was propelled forward and into the meter-high wall at the edge of the roof.
Later, maybe, he would think that if might have been lucky that he was going down as fast as he was going forward, because despite how low the wall was, he wasn't flung over it, but his head impacted with the wall with yet another crack, and pain was all he knew. It spread, racing like lightning down his neck, outstripping even the knife-like pain of his shoulder where the fractured bones rubbed together with every shaky inhale.
Chat wasn't sure whether it was a blessing or a curse that he wasn't unconscious. Plagg's protection extended to even the bit of his body not covered, it seemed, because that blow should have killed him. Instead, he lay on the ground, pebbles digging into his cheek, knives of pain twisting deeper into his shoulder with every shallow gasp, and his vision blurring as the Akuma advanced on him menacingly. His baton was off to the side, only a meter away, but he could not lift his arm to reach for it.
Shiiiitttt…
Alya was off to the side, camera on it's side and apparently forgotten and she scrambled backwards from the Akuma. The Akuma paused, regarding her briefly, before her lip lifted in a sneer and she turned back towards him, disregarding Alya completely.
Shit shit shiiiitttt… Where was Ladybug?
Behind the Akuma, Alya's face shifted, swinging from gut-clenching terror to indignant fury in the space of a breath. The glint in her eye, the set of her shoulders and the brief flare of her nostrils was an expression that Adrien was passingly familiar with, and it never boded well for whoever had pissed her off.
She shifted, rolling up into a crouch and studying the Akuma from behind. Chat saw her eyes narrow, darting from the Akuma to his baton and back again, lips pursing in anger. He wanted to yell at her, to tell her to just stay there, but all that came out was a pained wheeze.
The Akuma was nearly on him, and Chat tried to focus on her, his vision swimming and the world tilting alarmingly. If he could just get upThe scrape of pebbles caught his attention. Alya was up and sprinting towards them, red hair flying back and eyes set as her sneakers kicked up gravel and spat it in all directions. The Akuma turned, cannonball already firing towards the girl's head even as her arm was raising.
Alya ducked, still moving forward, one leg extended and her hand reaching back for balance. She slid straight past the startled Akuma towards his baton. Her weight shifted as her momentum slowed, rising back into a crouch. The hand that hadn't been balancing her snatched up his baton even as she spun and launched herself at the Akuma.
The Akuma was too startled to react, and even though the surprise halted her for only a second, that second was all Alya needed.
The hand holding the baton swung up, Alya's whole shoulder rolling with the motion as she slammed the baton into the startled Akuma's temple. The akuma's eyes rolled up into her head and she went down, hitting the roof top in a tangle of limbs. Alya stood over her, baton at the ready, but the Akuma didn't move.
Alya reached down, unclipping a bow from the base of the Akuma's ponytail before setting it and the baton aside and rolling the unconscious Akuma into the rescue position. Snatching up the baton and bow, she backed towards him, only turning to face him when she was right next to him.
"Chat! Oh my god, Chat! I'm so sorry! Are you okay? Please be okay, I am so so sorry." She babbled, hands reaching out like she wanted to grab him, before halting and fluttering over him nervously instead.
Chat coughed, something wet hitting his lips even as his chest tightened painfully.
"Good-Good job." He managed.
"Good job?" Alya yelped. "Are you insane? I almost got you killed."
The corner of one lip quirked upwards, just a little, and Chat eyed her even as she wavered in his sight.
"And then you saved me." A small, broken chuckle, that ended with a pained gasp. "Damn, you two make quite a pair." Something prodded his shoulder and Chat yelped, eyes flying wide at the sharp spike of pain. "I'm sorry Chat." Alya said, hand withdrawing. "I'm so sorry. I need you to stay awake. Ladybug will be here any minute...and, and I've got the item, so she can just purify it and do the cure and you can be okay, okay?" Why the hell was Alya babbling? Though seeing Ladybug did sound nice… "Hey. With me." Alya said, catching his eyes, hair falling like a flaming curtain as she tilted her head to look at him directly. "Who do I make a good pair with? Come on, Chat, don't leave me hanging." "Mari…" His tongue didn't want to finish her name, and Alya reached out to poke him again.
"-Nette!" He gasped, jaw clenching. "Marinette. She kicked ass, too. You two...like the Dynamic Duo."
A wet chuckle made his chest spasm, more liquid on his lips. He couldn't even bring himself to care that he was apparently drooling on himself. Chat tried to scoff, but it came out as another weak cough instead. Sunlight streamed through her hair as her head tilted, lighting it up like a living flame. It was really pretty, Chat thought. It suited her. Ladybug might be the color of passion, Marinette was sweet pink with surprising hints of sleek, dangerous black, but Alya was fire. Orange and red and gold, and she burned so brightly.
"Look at you go, Spitfire." He whispered, trying to ignore the pain. "She never saw you coming." "Yeah. Yeah, that'll More gravelly noises as someone else touched down on the roof, and red crowded his vision. Ladybug's voice was calling out somewhere close. The words, their cadence was familiar, but he couldn't make them out. Pink and red flowed through his vision, sparkling in the sunshine, white and gold sunlight glinting off of thousands of ladybugs.
Marinette liked pink. Chat wondered what she thought of red?
The swarm enveloped him, flowing over him, soothing aches in his muscles. His chest felt lighter, no longer so constricted. His headache vanished, and with it went the blurred vision. The pain in his shoulder and chest was abating, and for the first time in what felt like forever, Chat could breathe.
And now that his head was clearing, Chat felt belated fear grip him. He took quick, short gasps, closing his eyes and trying to calm down. Inhaling through his nose, exhaling softly out of his mouth, Chat struggled to slow his racing heart and ignore the delayed adrenaline spiking through his system.
He'd nearly died.
This rooftop was great, Chat thought hysterically. Warm sunshine, the rocks weren't too sharp...he was just going to stay here for a minute, and pull himself together.
Trembling hands gripped his shoulder, rolling him over onto his back. Chat cracked his eyes open to find Ladybug and Alya staring down at him. Alya's eyes were suspiciously shiny, and Ladybug was biting her lip, staring down at him with wide concerned eyes.
"Are you okay Chat?" Ladybug asked, trembling hand still gripping his shoulder, her fingers flexing compulsively ever as her thumb rubbed little circles in his bicep.
It actually felt pretty good, Chat thought. Nobody really fussed over him, or even touched him all that often, in his day to day life.
Apparently alarmed that he hadn't answered yet, Ladybug's hand left his arm, traveling up to cup his cheek.
"Come on, Chat, talk to me." Ladybug said, her voice wavering alarmingly. "I'm sorry I wasn't here. I'm so sorry. Please tell me you're alright."
Well hell, now both girls looked like they were about to cry. That couldn't be allowed to stand.
Chat pulled his lips up, trying for a smirk and ending with a grimace instead. "Feline fine, my lady." "Hah!" Ladybug's shoulders sagged in relief, and her eyes rolled heavenward even as she let out a shaky chuckle. "I can't believe you."
Her gloved hand was still on his cheek. Chat turned his head, nosing her palm absently. "Sorry to worry you." "Silly cat." Ladybug said affectionately, her hand slipping up to card through his hair once, ruffling his bangs back. "Can you get up?" "The roof is really warm…" Chat whined as the hand withdrew. "I want a cat nap." "Yeah, no ." Ladybug's voice was regaining its strength, and her lips were pulling up into a smile. Ladybug's eyes narrowed thoughtfully, and she handed him his baton. "Meet me at the tower tonight, nine p.m. if you can. Okay?" "I'll try." Chat said. Plagg had taken a beating today, and Chat wasn't sure the little kwami would be up to another transformation. "That's all I can ask." Ladybug nodded understandingly. "If not today, then soon. Email me, or something, okay? I want to know you're alright." "Yeah." He nodded, turning back to Alya, giving her his best cocky smirk and a mock salute.
"Till next time, Spitfire." He winked, and, extending his baton, vaulted away.
Chapter End Notes
Bullying is nothing to sneeze at. As children, we are hardwired by those around us, and our peer interactions are the most important ones as we begin to gain independence from our parents. Having those interactions be negative ones can have profound effects. The world is cruel enough without us tearing each other down as well.
No, I do not think Marinette would actually blame Chat for Alya being hurt -she knows what her friend is like. But Chat is stressed out and annoyed, and maybe isn't thinking so straight.
When you're sick or injured, a lot of times you're not thinking straight. I've never been that badly injured, but I have been so sick that I was. I remember the nurse coming into the hospital room and saying "We normally need to wait eight hours after food before we can perform surgery, but we don't have that long. Get some rest, we're going to the OR in four hours." Any normal person would have panicked (and I did, later) but at the moment my big concern was that she took away my roll. By the time I hit the OR doors, pink elephants could have danced through the room and I wouldn't have been phased. It took a while to process everything that happened, and then I got to get up close and personal with PTSD.
Fallout Chapter Summary
In which everyone deals, and Nino becomes and unpaid crisis counselor.
Chapter Notes
It's not pretty folks.
See the end of the chapter for more notes Adrien dragged himself into school the next day, tired and sore, but still alive.
Well, dragged might have been an exaggeration. He wasn't limping, he wasn't even dragging his feet, but that was only because he didn't want to deal with the lecture that came with scuffed shoes. Concealer disguised the dark circles under his eyes, and a double shot of espresso had given him the caffeine surge necessary to function.
But it hadn't been a good night. Plagg hadn't been up to transforming to meet Ladybug, which didn't really surprise Adrien. It had been a rough day. Since his dad wasn't home (again) and Nathalie left at six, Adrien had taken his dinner to his room, stuffed Plagg full of cheese, and the two of them had lounged in front of the television watching the stupidest, most mindless shows they could find. Adrien wasn't even sure what they'd watched.
By the time he'd fallen into bed, he'd been more than exhausted, but sleep didn't come. He'd even taken a sleeping pill as a precaution, but nightmares still plagued him, jerking him upright in bed, sharp cracks and remembered pain echoing in his head. The floaty, helpless sensation of being so hurt that he didn't notice he was coughing up blood, the bright red-gold of Alya's hair and the panic in her voice. All he could do was sit in bed and wait for the shaking to subside.
When morning had finally arrived, Adrien was exhausted. He couldn't stay home -his dad would take skipping school as a sign that he didn't want to continue going, and he'd be back to being homeschooled in a flash. And even though all of the physical injuries were healed, Adrien still had the bone-deep aches that came with exertion, and muscles remembering that they'd been gravely injured not very long ago. "What's wrong man?" Adrien didn't even start, despite his surprise at Nino's voice. They were in a lull between lessons, and Adrien had been staring at the board, eyes unfocused as he took a moment to just not think of anything. "The Model Face." Nino repeated, and Adrien realized he'd said the last bit out loud. He could almost hear the capitalization Nino had added to "model face." Adrien isn't sure what he wants to ask, so he settles for blinking at his friend in confusion. A ruddy flush suffused Nino's cheeks as his hand reached up to rub the back of his neck awkwardly, scrubbing the skin under his ever-present headphones. "It's the thing you do." He says. "Whenever you're not okay, but want everyone to think you're okay anyway." "Huh." Adrien mumbled. "I didn't know I did that." "I don't think too many other people have caught it." Nino says, tapping his fingers on the desk contemplatively. "I mean, you don't look upset. But the face is just too...practiced, you know? It's not your real face." "Nino," Adrien pulled his lips back into a leer, "are you accusing me of faking it?" "Ugh." Nino's face contorted into a grimace. "I don't want to hear about your bedroom antics, perv, I just want to know if you're alright."
Seems like Nino wasn't going to be deterred. Sighing, Adrien gave in. "I'm alright. I will be alright." He corrected at Nino's unimpressed stare. "Just...nightmares, last night. I didn't get much sleep."
Nino's brow furrowed, but the teacher walking into the room and calling the class to attention forestalled any further argument. Nino notices it right away: the bounce, the spark, the flare that he normally associates with her is conspicuously absent today. Her face is stiff, her hands are a little wobbly, and the concealer under her eyes is just far enough off to be noticeable.
Which is totally Adrien's fault, by the way. Nino, like every other self-respecting man, had known nothing about makeup until Adrien had entered his life. He'd spent fifteen years happily oblivious to the eighteen million different shades of foundation, concealer, blush, lipstick and whatever the hell else girls (and guy models) smeared on their faces. And ever since he'd gone to a shoot and seen the before and after makeup application, Nino privately scrutinized every girl he saw, wondering if he was actually seeing their real face.
Disturbing. Seriously, nightmare fuel. But in the little more than a year that he had known Adrien, he'd learned far more about makeup than he'd ever wanted to know. And the irony that it was a boy he'd learned it from was not lost on him.
Fifteen year old Nino wouldn't have noticed the concealer under Alya's eyes. He might have noticed she was acting weird, and wondered what was wrong, but the too-light concealer under her eyes would have flown completely over his head. Worse, now that he knew, it drew attention to the fact that above the poorly done concealer, her eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot.
She'd been crying.
Nino didn't have time to ask her about it before class -she'd come in just ahead of the teacher, and hell, even Marinette had made it into her seat before Alya -but he could hear the two girls murmuring quietly to each other, and a couple glances over his shoulder showed Marinette patting Alya gently when the teacher wasn't watching, her head bent close as she whispered. He'd tried to catch Adrien's eye, see if maybe he knew what was going on, but the boy had his stupid Model Face out in full force too.
Nino hated the Model Face. Adrien was also wearing makeup, and though it was really well done, Nino knew it was there. Aidrien's expression was the perfect blend of polite, unconcerned interest, lips tilted slightly into a frozen smile that he held for the entire class. His expression never changed. No grin, no grimace, no smirk. His eyebrows didn't twitch, there was no concern or mischief or laughter in his expression. Just this stupid, pretty aloofness that was fake, fake, fake.
And everyone bought it. Adrien looked like he didn't have a care in the world, but when the Model Face came out, something was definitely wrong. So in the lull between the first and second subject, Nino asked Adrien what was wrong. Bros first, and all. And even though he didn't find out what was actually wrong with his friend, Adrien still looked a little better after they talked. The smile he'd shot him was small, but it had been real.
At the end of the second lesson, Nino reached out, elbowing Adrien in the side.
"You know what's up with Alya?" He whispered as he wrote down the homework assignment.
Adrien blinked, before twisting around to look up at Alya, who had her head propped up on her fists, listing towards Marinette as the other girl whispered something in a soothing tone. Adrien's expression softened, and he reached out, patting Nino's shoulder.
"You're a good friend, Nino." He said, and before Nino could ask anything else (that remark was damn cryptic), Adrien was out of his seat, picking up his bag and stepping around the desk to Alya's side. He bent over, murmuring something to the other girl in a low voice, and the two stepped out of the room together.
"Marinette?" Nino asked, quirking an eyebrow at the girl who was biting her lip anxiously as she watched the other two leave.
"There was another Akuma attack yesterday." Marinette said after a moment. "Yeah, I heard." Nino said. He'd been DJing at a gig on the other side of town, but he'd heard people talking about it when he'd stopped for a bite later on.
"Alya was there." Marinette said. "Oh." Nino's brow furrowed. "Is she okay? She looks alright. Just...upset." "She-" Marinette sighed, "She got too close. She wasn't hurt, but Chat Noir was, trying to defend her. It scared her." "Oh." Nino couldn't think of anything else to say. "What happened?" Marinette shook her head. "She won't tell me. She starts crying every time she tries to talk about it." "Damn." Nino leaned back in his seat and blew out a sigh. Alya had been following or in the middle of Akuma fights for more than a year now -hell, she had almost been sacrificed before, and she'd never been shaken up like this. "That's...not good."
"No." Marinette said, and the two fell silent.
Adrien and Alya slid back into the classroom right before the bell, and Alya looked...better, Nino decided. More put together. Whatever Adrien had done (and it had probably involved more makeup), Alya looked better for it, perking up a bit and offering him a tentative smile as she slid into her seat.
Lunch was an oddly subdued affair. Not to say they hadn't shared awkward lunches before -nothing could top Marinette's previous levels of hilarity as she tried to speak in Adrien's presence, Adrien's polite-but-confused obliviousness, and Alya gleefully trying to throw them together while Nino watched on in amused fascination. Those had led to some awkward, quiet, or downright confusing mealtimes, even if they'd started getting better in recent months. Still, there were days when someone was off (upset, mad, sad, whatever) that led to subdued lunches and awkward not-conversations.
But in the past few months, since school had started back up, the four of them ate together more often than not. Alya had quit trying to blatantly hurl Marinette into Adrien's presence, and in turn, Marinette had learned how to speak actual words in front of him. Adrien, bless his sheltered little soul, was still mostly oblivious, but happy to have another person to speak with. So, yeah, awkward lunches hadn't happened in a while. But whatever is was that had Alya on edge was still hanging in the air, and it appeared that Marinette and Adrien had done the best they could. And it had helped, but Alya was clearly still not okay. One mistimed phrase from Chloe was liable to make the whole situation explode...even if Nino still wasn't sure what the situation was, exactly.
So he gave it twenty minutes -enough time for Alya to eat and engage in stiled conversationbefore he dusted off his hands, thanked Marinette for the pastries, and pulled Alya away.
They didn't go far. Not even off of school grounds, just behind a convenient clump of trees that students like to sit under and was currently deserted in favor of enjoying the sunshine on the steps or sitting in the nearby park. Pulling her behind a tree so they were facing the school's wall and out of sight of any students wandering by, Nino sat down and pulled Alya into his lap.
It wasn't something he could do with anyone else: he and Adrien had a guy relationship, and men did not do sissy things like cuddle with each other. That was gay as hell, and would never, ever happen. And while he'd known Marinette for years and considered her a good friend, they weren't close like that. He could hug her, sure, and he had before, but this? Was too close for her comfort.
But if he'd known Adrien for a year, and Marinette since they were ten, he'd known Alya even longer. Sure, she hadn't moved to their school district until last year, but their parents ran in the same circles and were friendly, and he'd known Alya since before he could remember. They'd seen each other through chicken pox, fights with parents, bad haircuts and all sorts of equally embarrassing things. Cuddling was totally okay.
So when he sank down against the tree, crossing his legs and tugging on her hand, Alya flopped across his lap with no hesitation. Her calves draped over his knees, head thumping on his shoulder and her breath warm against the side of his neck. Nino wrapped his arms around her, resting his chin on top of her crazy hair and sat, letting her worry her lip and twist her fingers in his headphone cord.
"What happened bae?" He asked quietly, after a few minutes had passed.
A small, choked noise, and the tension in his headphone cord went slack as she dropped it.
"I fucked up, Nino." Alya whispered shakily. Nino said nothing apart from a small hum of acknowledgment, rubbing soothing circles on her back as she pressed her nose into his chest. "I...just...The heroes aren't supposed to get hurt, you know?" Alya whispered. "They're supposed to be, like, invincible. They get hit, they fall down, but they're supposed to get back up."
"You know Batman has died, like, twice, right?" Nino tried to make it sound teasing. It was the wrong thing to say.
Alya curled in on herself, fingers clenching in his shirt as a hiccuping sob was wrenched from her.
"Oh no. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that." Nino panicked a little, pulling her tighter against him and rubbing his cheek on top of her head soothingly as his shirt grew damp.
"He didn't get back up!" Alya wailed, the noise muffled against his chest. "She hit him, and there was this snap, and he hit the wall and just crumpled. And it was all my fault!" Nino winced, well able to guess who "he" was. Damn, Alya was good with descriptive imagery. Stupid journalism.
"I shouldn't have been there." Alya sobbed. "I thought I was safe -I was behind this car, and it was already destroyed, but he was on the other roof and he jumped on the car to get away and he saw me. And, and he told me to get out, and I should have listened, but I just wanted to see what was happening."
Nino had a bad feeling how this story was going to end.
"He took the hit for you, huh?" He asked quietly.
Alya sobbed in response, and that was all the answer Nino needed.
"And then...he just lay there. And the Akuma was heading towards him, still chanting about how she was going to smear his blood across the pavement and-" Another sob, a stifled wail. "It was awful." "And...my camera had fallen, but it was on it's side and it was still recording, so it's all there. And the news stations are calling and asking for footage, and...oh my god, I feel terrible." "Ahh, bae." Nino hugged her, ignoring the spreading dampness of tears and probably some snot to pull her against him even tighter.
"And then he tells me it's okay." Alya sobbed. "Said Marinette and I make a good team and it's okay and he's trying to reassure me after I nearly got him killed."
"What?" Nino is officially confused. "Marinette was there?" Her hair twitches against his nose as she shakes her head. "I, uh, I hit the Akuma."
"You did what?" Nino yelped, straightening in shock. "Hit it." Alya patted his chest comfortingly. "I was, uh, pretty mad." "So you attacked the Akuma?" Nino is horrified. "The one that took out freaking Chat Noir?" "We-Well, it was my fault he'd been hit in the first place!" Alya defended. "He was trying to haul me out of the way, and the Akuma was behind him, and he...he pushed me out of the way, and-" "Shit, Alya." Nino hissed, head thumping back against the tree trunk his heart threatened to race right out of his chest. "Shit. What were you thinking? Where was Ladybug?" "She...she had to go recharge." Alya mumbled. "I didn't think I was in danger, I was really well hidden. I just wanted the story." "Damn bae. Damn." Nino took off his glasses, scrubbed a hand over his face. "You could have been killed."
"But I wasn't," Alya mumbled, voice thick with guilt, "Because Chat took the hit instead. And...Nino, it was the scariest thing I ever saw. I could hear his shoulder blade shatter. He hit the wall and stopped breathing. He was coughing up blood."
Nino shuddered. Alya's arms wrapped around his torso, and he could feel her shivering.
"And the worst part?" She whispered brokenly. "He wasn't even mad at me. Not even when I was trying to shake him to keep him awake until Ladybug could get there and do the cure, and I could feel pieces of his bones under my fingers. Not even after. But Ladybug? I thought she was gonna kill me, and I actually felt better about that, then Chat telling me it was okay and he wasn't upset." "Did she…" Nino wasn't sure what he was trying to ask. Kill was a strong word: Ladybug hadn't even smacked Chloe yet, so she had to be pretty even-tempered. But anyone who had ever seen a battle where Chat took a hit knew that was a hot point with her. And it was the same with Chatneither one reacted well when their partner was hurt. And either one being knocked out of the game usually led to some epic beatdowns for the Akuma involved.
But Alya wasn't an Akuma. She was just a stupid, sixteen year old girl who hadn't really considered what her involvement could lead to.
"She didn't hit me." Alya said, patting his back comfortingly. The irony of their abruptly reversed positions wasn't lost on him. "She just gave me this look, and handed me my camera, and asked if I would please stay back now." Nino winced.
"And then she left." Alya continued. "And I had to go home, and the news stations saw me, and they want my footage...and it just feels dirty, you know? They're gonna pay me, because I nearly got Chat Noir killed, and all they want is a better view of the carnage."
That was squicky, in Nino's opinion, but he knew what media was like. "What did you tell them?"
"Nothing yet." Alya resumed twisting her fingers in the cord attached to his headphones. "I...I couldn't even look at the footage last night. I puked instead." "Ah, babe." Nino sighed. "I wish you'd called me." "I couldn't." Alya said. "But...could you come over today? After school? I...I don't want to watch this alone." Nino didn't want to watch it at all, not if it had upset Alya that much. But, for her, he would do anything. So he said "Yeah. I'll be there." -=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-The footage was, if anything, even worse than Alya had described it. The fight was pretty standard: a lot of jerky movements as she tried to track two fast-moving superheroes as they battled the Akuma. Ladybug's failed lucky charm and hasty departure to go recharge. Chat keeping the Akuma's attention on him so his partner could make her get away, and keeping it contained in a central area. Watching Chat casually stand on an almost vertical rooftop as he taunted the Akuma was just as surreal now as every other time he'd seen it. A flip and a blur, and he was on top of the car next to Alya, camera pointed up at him as he balanced on the twisted wreckage of the car.
It was a pretty cool picture, actually. Chat was balanced on top of the car, poised to move with his body angled slightly towards Alya's camera and his baton clenched in his fist at his side. His face was in profile, focusing on the off-camera Akuma, but the guy looked like a damn movie star posing for a picture.
Then he saw Alya, and everything went to hell. A short exchange between Alya and Chat Noir, and Chat was clearly annoyed. His attention wavered between Alya and the Akuma before he finally somersaulted over another volley of cannon balls, and landing in front of Alya scowling.
Then came the bouncing, jolting, head spinning sequence that Alya explained was Chat Noir throwing her over his shoulder and using his baton to vault onto a nearby roof with her. What was clearly seen, however, was the Akuma lifting up over the roof and looking right at the camera with murderous intent.
"Chat!"
A cannonball was launched towards the screen, and the view abruptly jolted straight to the right, the cannonball disappearing as the camcorder spun through the air before landing on it's side, pointed at the back wall. Even as the camera spun, there was a sharp crack, a pained grunt and then a dull thud. The camera's autofocus showed Chat Noir sliding down the low wall, cracks in the cement spider webbing out from where he had impacted.
"He hit it head first." Alya whispered, leaning into his shoulder. Which Nino was a-okay with, because this was absolutely brutal to watch.
It wasn't gory, really. Nino saw worse in movies all the time. But movies were just that -movies. Cinematic tricks and actors who weren't really hurt, just playing a role. But this? This was an actual person lying on the ground next to the wall, twitching feebly with their shoulder warped and unnatural looking and the camera microphone picking up his choked, pained gasps. Chat Noir's eyes were slitted open as the Akuma advanced past the camera.
"I am going to smear you into a bloody paste on that wall, you insufferable feline. Then..I will take your Miraculous." The Akuma's laugh gave Nino chills.
Chat's fingers twitched in the direction of his baton, but it was clear that he wasn't getting up anytime soon. If he'd been a normal person, he wouldn't have been getting up at all. His eyes watched the Akuma close in on him before flicking briefly to something off screen.
There was a faint crunching noise off-camera before Alya suddenly sprinted into the frame. The Akuma turned, another cannonball materializing and heading towards Alya's head. Nino sucked in a sharp breath even as Alya ducked the cannonball, going into a slide that took her past the Akuma and towards Chat Noir. Her hand flashed out, snatching up Chat's baton as she spun and launched herself towards the Akuma, who had hesitated in shock.
It was a brief pause, only a second or two, and Nino silently and feverently thanked every deity he could think of that there had been that hesitation, because Alya had been at point-blank range for a cannonball to the face.
Alya's hair streamed behind her like a banner as she flew at the akuma. The silver baton gleamed in the sunlight when Alya swung it around and into the Akuma's temple, who crumpled to the roof in a heap.
Nino knew he was biased, but to him Alya looked like an absolute goddess standing over the fallen Akuma. Chat Noir's baton was clenched in her fist, her chest heaving with exertion and her hair shining like fire in the sunlight. Alya's eyes were narrowed angrily, but when the Akuma showed no sign of movement, Alya grimaced, leaning down to unclip a bow at the base of it's ponytail. Setting it and the baton aside briefly, she grabbed the Akuma by their shoulder and hip, rolling them onto their side before snatching up her items and backing towards the still-dazed hero.
Alya's camcorder was pretty new, a birthday present from her parents a few months back, and was a decent model. And Nino silently cursed the sensitivity of the microphone, because even though her back was to the camera, the panic was plain in her voice. The baton and bow were on the ground and Alya's hands fluttered over Chat Noir, clearly afraid to touch him.
Chat's voice was too low, or too quiet, to catch, but Alya's yelp was easily understood.
"Good job?" She exclaimed, back straightening in surprise. "Are you insane? I nearly got you killed!"
The rest of it was basically Alya doing her best to keep Chat Noir awake as she waited for Ladybug to arrive. It only took a minute or so, but Alya was clearly getting desperate, babbling at Chat to stay awake, just stay with me. Don't close your eyes! as she continued to poke, prod and even shake his injured shoulder when his eyes apparently slid closed anyway.
Ladybug swung over the wall and onto the scene when Alya jumped up waving, and the terror was evident in her profile, even behind the mask. Alya picked up the bow, thrusting it at the other girl who nearly snatched it out of Alya's hand in her haste to tear it and release the Akuma.
There was no ceremony. No cries of "I've got you now!" or "Time to de-evilize!" And apparently fuck that "Bye bye little butterfly" shit, because the white butterfly was barely released when Ladybug threw her yo-yo into the air and called for the Miraculous Cure. The wave of pink washed over the scene, descending on Chat Noir and the Akuma victim before whisking away.
The victim's transformation bubbled away, dissolving and leaving a blonde girl who was probably about their age lying, still unconscious on the ground, a bright blue bow clipped to the base of her ponytail once more.
Neither Alya nor Ladybug spared her a glance, bending over the still form of Chat Noir and rolling him onto his back. Ladybug's voice rose in alarm, wavering slightly as she implored her partner to talk to her.
Apparently Chat Noir responded, because both girls shoulders sagged in relief, Ladybug's relieved sounding "Hah!" audible to the microphone as she reached out and wrapped an arm under him to help set him upright. She moved off to the side, and a now visible Chat tilted his head back against the now-repaired wall and closed him eyes as he let out a shaky breath. A trail of blood gleamed wetly, tracking from the corner of his mouth down his cheek. Nino shuddered again.
Alya, who had been standing to the side, nervously shifting her weight from one foot to the other, abruptly launched herself towards the hero, falling to his side and throwing her arms around his shoulders as she apologized profusely.
Chat's bright green eyes snapped open, wide with shock even as his arms flailed briefly to the side. He patted Alya on the back, speaking in low tones as Ladybug watched the two with an amused smirk. There was a beep that heralded a failing Miraculous, and Alya back off of Chat's lap, the side of her face that was visible to the camera as red as her hair as Chat stood up and Ladybug approached. The two had a quiet conversation as she handed him his baton, and the black cat offered her a cocky grin before turning to Alya with a mock salute before he vaulted off.
The two girls watched him for a moment, backs still to the camera, before Ladybug turned and scanned the rooftop. Clearly, she'd spotted the camcorder, because she moved towards it, and the last scene before it cut off was a flash of red. There was a lot Nino wanted to say. Things like "Don't do this again" and "Have you learned your lesson?" and "What the hell were you thinking." None of that would do any good though, so Nino bit his cheek and sighed.
"So," he began, "How are you feeling?" "Terrible." Alya said plainly, head tilted back as she stared blankly at the ceiling. "Absolutely awful. I might be sick again." Discreetly, Nino nudged her little trash can towards her with his foot. Just in case she was serious.
"It didn't look that bad." He offered. "Not that it looked good, but it didn't look bad."
Alya's panicked cries would probably haunt his dreams for a while, but Nino could accept that, because she was safe, and here. Warm and real and scarily traumatized.
"It was terrifying." Alya let out a shuddering breath. "Yeah, it was." Nino agreed. "But it's over, and everyone is safe and sound. Now the question is...are you gonna release it to the news stations?" Alya made a whining noise in the back of her throat.
"Looking at the film objectively," Nino said. "How bad does it look? Is it something you would want seen on national television? Is it too graphic to be on the news?" "It's not too graphic." Alya said slowly, then chuckled. "Most of it is covered by my ass, actually. And even if I remember how scary it was, it won't give the outside viewer nightmares. But…" "But?" Nino asked leadingly, as she trailed off. "I don't think I want that on the news." Alya said. "I've seen the news coverage of the fight, and they've got pretty much the entire thing via the helicopters they had up. They really just want my footage to add 'flavor' and 'depth' to the stories. They'll take that part with Chat Noir being hurt and run it into the ground for ratings. And the girl...they're gonna roast her. And if the news doesn't, her own classmates probably will. Which was how that mess got started in the first place.
"And even if I just wanted to kick her teeth in, she doesn't deserve it. She was the victim." Alya finished.
"So showing the footage won't actually do any good, or add anything to the story." Nino concluded.
"Oh, it would add to the story," Alya said wryly. "Just probably not in the way we want." "And the final answer is...?" Nino asked, leaning forward and turning his head to study Alya's profile.
Alya's head turned to look at him, lips tilting in a small smile. "I'll give them the ground footage, but cut it off where Chat dumps me off of his shoulder. I'll tell them the camera shut off when it hit the ground. And I get to upload it to the Ladyblog first."
"Best of both worlds." Nino reached out, placing his hand over hers and giving it a squeeze. "That's my girl."
Chapter End Notes
Poor Alya. That reality check was a harsh one, but, really, it needed to be done. If you have, or have dealt with, children, you know that they have the terrifying belief that nothing can really hurt them. It's what makes trying to keep them alive so hard, lol. (I'm going to be in therapy for the rest of my life, but I will have the best stories.) And even if Alya is a teenager, she's still a child. Unfortunately, running into an unpredictable war zone simply because you feel like you've got a trump card is just never a good idea.
This was supposed to be posted like...5 hours ago. I got distracted. There's only one more planned bit to this fic. Maybe two. Three on the outside? And as previously stated, this isn't really even a congruent story -I don't have a specific plot, or even an idea of where this is supposed to go or where I think it should stop. These are all basically a few stories that take place in my imaginary universe, loosely based off of Lady_Lombax's original story.
Like it says in the tags...I don't know where this is going. Maybe somewhere, maybe nowhere. So talk to me -tell me your thoughts and ideas.
Identity Crisis
Chapter Summary "Sounds good." Chat nodded. "So, how do you want to do this?" "I was thinking on the count of three." Ladybug replied flippantly. "Or never. Seriously, I change my mind about eight times an hour."
Chapter Notes
See the end of the chapter for notes It was still light when Adrien escaped his room.
School had been better the today, and him and Nino hitting the arcade afterwards did a world of good, really. Gorilla had picked them up at half past five, and Nathalie had left for the day once Adrien arrived home at six.
As much as Adrien loathed the echoing, empty halls of his home, the upshot was that when his father was out of town, Adrien was effectively home alone. So long as he showed up at the expected appointments and Nathalie saw him before she left for the day, nobody bothered him. He went to his room, shut the door and that was it. Human interaction done. Someone would usually leave dinner outside his door if he didn't appear at the table, but so long as the empty tray made it back to the kitchen, nobody informed his father if he ate or not. And so long as Adrien didn't gain any weight or start getting fat, his father and dietician didn't need to know if he actually ate what was served to him.
Thanks to his activities as Chat Noir, Adrien burned off far more calories than he took in. He was still a little short for his age -which prompted his dad to give him an annoyed look on occasion, but really, what did he think Adrien could do about it? -but his parkour activities kept him leanly muscled in a way his father approved of. A few of the designers had started complaining that his shoulders were too broad -he didn't fit the clothes right. Only one person had done so in Gabriel Agreste's presence, however, and that person soon found themselves searching for other employment.
However, Gabriel was out of town more often than he was in it, so it was easy for Adrien to simply leave for the evening: as long as he didn't use the front door, no one was any wiser. Still, it was risky to continually leave his house as Chat Noir, so Adrien would put his acquired parkour skills to good use. Thanks to the bleed over between himself and Plagg, even scaling the four meter wall around the property wasn't difficult once he'd chiseled out a few shallow hand-and toe-holds to assist him. Once he was over the fence, he simply took off, jogging down the road until he found a deserted alley or deep doorway where he could transform.
Today, he left early -he wanted people to see him out and about today. There had been speculation on recent news about his physical condition after he'd been thrown into that wall. One sensationalist had even speculated that he was in a coma somewhere and Ladybug would be working solo from now on. At that point, Plagg had rolled his eyes and sat on the remote, flipping the channel to something else.
And while he did want people to see him, Chat also had a destination in mind: the Dupain-Cheng house. Immediately after the fight, an email from Marinette appeared in the cloaked inbox address he'd given her, asking if he was okay. His response had been brief, but the reply had cheered him immeasurably. Marinette told him to stop by soon, because her parents were worried about him anyway, and apparently needed to physically ascertain his health.
Adrien loved Marinette's parents. Ever since the Evillustrator incident almost ten months ago, he'd been a regular in the Dupain-Cheng household. He'd thought the impromptu dinner the night of the event was a one-time thing: a "thank you for keeping our daughter safe" sort of thing. Two weeks later, Marinette had found him on her rooftop -and no, he wasn't being a creepy stalker, thank you very much. He'd really just been at the end of his run, but delaying going home. The front of the bakery was higher than the rest of the roof, and the deep shadows in the eaves were a great spot to sit and rest for a moment.
Being invited in for tea was novel -Marinette really was a completely different person around Chat, as opposed to Adrien. Being informed that her parents wanted him back to dinner had been downright shocking. So when Marinette gave him her email address, Adrien had set up a new email account, installed an IP blocker and anything else he could think of, and emailed her the dates he would be available for dinner.
And had been there ever since. Granted, going there as Chat Noir was kind of awkward -who wanted to wear a mask when they played video games with a burly baker in his oddly pink living room? And eating dinner with gloves on could be downright strange. But as Sabine and Tom kept inviting him back, it had grown comfortable. Normal, even. He appeared at the side door when he could, but otherwise Marinette's roof door was usually unlocked.
And his friendship with his shy classmate had blossomed. Even though Marinette had graduated from "completely tongue-tied" to "awkward but complete sentences" around Adrien, she had no problem engaging his alter ego in conversation, or banter, or even occasionally flat-out sass. Which Adrien found completely backwards (was Chat Noir really less intimidating that Adrien Agreste?), but he enjoyed her company too much to let it really bother him. At first he'd figured that she was just tolerating him for her parent's sake, but there'd been too many instances where she'd just "happened" to be out on her terrace at night during his solo patrols for it to be coincidence. So when he wasn't engaging Tom in Halo or Mecha Strike wars, or watching Sabine putter around the kitchen, he was with Marinette. Working on homework together (which let him finish it much faster once he got home), playing games, or even just reading a book while she sewed. It was comforting and familiar and Adrien wouldn't give it up for the world.
His path was roundabout and seemed fairly random, but Chat eventually just dropped between one roof and the next, landing lightly in a back alley that he knew would lead him to the rear of the Dupain patisserie. Vaulting onto Marinette's terrace, he landed lightly behind the umbrella she'd propped up, slinking around the side and falling into the open skylight and onto her bed.
Marinette's face peered around the corner as he stepped off of the bed, brightening when she saw him.
"Chat!" "At your service, Princess." Chat descended the stairs, stopping at the bottom to sweep into a bow.
"My hero." Marinette deadpanned, but when he stood, she was eyeing him speculatively, hands twitching at her sides like she wanted to grab him. "But...you're alright? Really alright?" "I'm good." Chat assured her easily. "My head is definitely harder than the wall." "And your skull is thicker, too." Marinette murmured, but there was no bite to the words. Instead, she stepped up to him, lifting the arm that had been injured and watching his shoulder rotate. Flexed his elbow, and eyed him for signs of discomfort.
When she stepped back in front of him, grasping his chin to tilt his face down towards her, Chat raised his eyebrow. "Princess?" "Are you really okay, Chat?" She asked softly, tilting his face left than right as she stared into his eyes. "Don't lie to me: I'll know." Oh. "And the two of you are a force to be reckoned with." He smiled disarmingly. "If you ever teamed up, me and LB could retire." "She's been chasing Ladybug and Chat Noir since the first day they showed up." Marinette continued, ignoring his attempt to divert her attention. "She's been hit by debris, captured by villains, and damn near sacrificed on one memorable occasion. And I have never seen her so badly shaken. She was a wreck at school yesterday. Spent half of lunch sobbing on Nino's shoulder."
Chat shifted uncomfortably, well aware of how Alya had acted yesterday at school.
"And I know that she wasn't hurt during that fight." Marinette pierced him with a look. "She was barely scratched. The Akuma only looked at her. Which means she's upset about you. So, answer me honestly Chat Noir, are you alright?" "I…" Chat was honestly taken aback. Just when he thought he had Marinette figured out, she showed him another piece of herself that he never suspected was there. Between his two personas, he thought he'd seen all of her. Shy Marinette, who tripped over nothing and stammered through conversations, and who had managed an Akuma with poise and wit, then took it down with a speed and grace that was both surprising and captivating. He knew she could be loud and passionate, he'd seen it, but this quiet fierceness was no less intense for all that it was benign.
"'And though she be but little, she is fierce.'" Chat murmured.
"What?" Marinette pursed her lips at him. Man, his lady really knew him entirely too well, despite not really knowing him at all. But then again, they'd both been there. Just because the injury was gone, didn't mean the memories were. "Oh?" Chat was happily licking crumbs off of his claws, free hand digging in the sack for another. Tom and Sabine had been really happy to see him, Sabine nearly crushing him in a hug after she'd checked to make sure he wasn't broken. Tom had only put a hand on his shoulder, but his gruff voice had been relieved just the same. They hadn't let him go before he'd promised to return soon, but had pressed a bag of pastries on him for him and Ladybug to share.
Chat really loved Marinette's parents. He wondered if she realized just how awesome they were. Oh, he and Plag would be having words soon. Plagg had known someone he could go to for help this entire time, and hadn't said anything?
"And I wasn't purposely cutting you out." Ladybug continued. "Tikki actually brought it up, and I can't talk to her when you're around. And she wanted to go see Master Fu, so I had to take her. The three of us talking was just a byproduct." "Alright." Chat bit out, annoyed. "Well, since everyone has clearly come to a consensus on this, please, do fill me in."
Ladybug fidgeted at his irritation. "I'm sorry… I should have found a way to include you."
Chat said nothing, but his tail was now whipping back and forth in irritation.
"Just… just let me talk, ok?" Ladybug squirmed. "And if you're still mad afterwards, you can yell at me. And since your kawmi is apparently a closed-mouthed little brat, I will take you to Master Fu."
Chat sighed, nodding reluctantly.
"Did you know the last time they were out was over seventy years ago?" The apparent non-sequitur left Chat baffled. "Yeah, Plagg's mentioned it." Chat replied. "Said things have changed a lot." Ladybug nodded. "They have. Tikki said she didn't realize how much, until she'd been with me for a while, and was able to get a good look around. But in the past, there wasn't all these methods of tracking people. Television, internet, cell phones...cameras everywhere. "Pretty much everything." Ladybug's fingers twisted nervously in her lap. "If we knew who each other were, if we were akumatized, we could lead Hawkmoth right to our families. Or he would know who we were and could hunt us directly. Target our family and friends." "Makes sense." Chat allowed. "I've thought about it as well, but…" He trailed off, shrugged.
"But?" Ladybug's eyebrow lifted inquisitively. "I guess... It just didn't worry me as much." Chat admitted. "I didn't have that many people who mattered to me. Just an indifferent father and one friend. And, sure, if my schoolmates were targeted it would upset me -it does upset me -but they would be targeted just because of proximity to me, not because we were friends." "That's…" Ladybug huffed out a sigh. "That's really upsetting to me, that you have so few people that you're close to. I wish I'd known." "There's more now, than when we started." Chat admitted. "Marinette and I are friends, and her parents...they're amazing. I wish they would adopt me." His grin was lopsided as he laughed a little. "A small group of people, including each other, who know who we are, and can help hide us. It will be easier if we pick people who have already been hit, since it's harder to hit people a second time. It can be done, but it's apparently more difficult. " "There's a freedom in being Chat Noir." Chat continued. "I can be myself, and not what I'm expected or told to be. I mean, my friends probably see it more than most, but not...not like this, you know?" "I do." Ladybug said, huffing a quiet laugh. "I can absolutely relate. That was the other reason I didn't want to tell you who I was, to be honest." "My lady?" Chat glanced over, eyebrows raised. "Are you telling me that you're actually Clark Kent, too?" Ladybug snickered. "That's a pretty good way of putting it. I mean, this...persona, it isn't totally unlike me, but as Ladybug I can cut loose in a way I can't as me."
"So you didn't want me to know, what? That you're human?" Chat asked, heels kicking against the side of the platform idly.
"I thought you would be disappointed." Ladybug replied. "As me, I'm kind of quiet. Awkward. I'm a total klutz, who trips over nothing and just learned how to talk in front of my crush." "You have a crush?" Chat asked, surprised at how forthright she was being. "I'll never love again!" Chat moaned, covering his eyes and pretending to sob.
And, honestly, he was a little hurt, not that he'd ever admit it. He really did like Ladybug, and had hoped that someday, maybe… But Chat (and Adrien) were staunchly pragmatic, and even if he was also romantic sap, he was honest enough to acknowledge that his partner didn't return his romantic feelings for her, and never had. And he liked her too much, as a partner and an individual, to let his crush ruin what they had.
So it hurt, a little, to watch a dream die. But they were friends enough that Chat also resolved to, if Ladybug ever revealed her other self, track her down and watch her with this guy, because the thought of cool, confident Ladybug turning into a shy schoolgirl was hilarious in it's absurdity.
A finger jabbed into his ribs, and Chat's mock-sobbing cut off with a squawk as his twisted, hand snapping out to grab her wrist. Yanking her down, he drove his fingers into her sides in retaliation, and the tickle fight was on. They rolled around the platform until Ladybug managed to get on top of him, knees splayed on either side of his ribs while her hands pinned his wrists down.
It only lasted a second, and Chat was lying if he didn't say that his heart did an uncomfortable somersault in his chest, but Ladybug grinned a wicked grin and leapt up, bouncing off of him and diving over the side of the platform before he could react.
Chat laughed breathlessly, taking a moment to tell his hormones to calm the hell down, then got up and followed. After that, the tickle fight was mobile as they chased each other over building and rolled around on rooftops. There were probably going to be all kinds of weird pictures and speculations on the internet, but Chat didn't care. This was too much fun, and it was surely not the weirdest thing they'd ever done. Parkour competitions, handstands on the edges of roofs, who could vault the furthest using his baton or swing the best with her yo-yo (with Tarzan yells, because you just had to, really)… Chat loved spending time with Ladybug. Nino might be his best friend, but Ladybug was his partner. There was a bond between the two of them that went far deeper than friend.
Eventually they wound up across the city on a random rooftop, on their backs at an angle from each other and panting with exertion. "I win." Ladybug announced breathlessly. "Do not." Chat retorted.
"Do to." Ladybug's hand slapped at him, but her fingers only managed to brush his arm. "What are you worried about?" Chat asked. "Afraid I'll be too hot for you to handle, and you'll ditch your boy crush so we can run away to Majorca?" "Majorca?" Ladybug tilted her head, ambient light from the city's lights highlighting the shape of her jaw and the curve of her neck as she regarded him. "Why Majorca?" "I like how it sounds." Chat replied. "It's just fun to say. And I can speak passable Spanish." "I'm not really afraid, any more." Ladybug's voice turned pensive as she regarded the night sky. "But it will change things. I'm nervous about change." "It could change things for the better." Chat suggested lightly, shrugging even though he knew she couldn't see the gesture. He wanted this; he really, really did. Wanted it in ways that made his chest tight and his heart race uncomfortably. But if Ladybug was still uncertain, than he was gentleman enough not to try and force her.
"Or make them unbearably awkward." Ladybug argued. "Who do you think you might tell? Besides me?" "Hmm." Chat considered. "I think Marinette and her parents could be trusted. They're really good people. And despite most of her class being Akumatized at some point, she never has been." "Oh?"
